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CHRISTIAN THEISM 


(On June 12 of this year, Bishop K. H. Ting, President of Nanking Theological Semi- 

nary, made an address to the students in the Seminary on Christian Theism, which was 

later published in the Seminary Review, The address is of special interest as indicating 
the nature of Christian apologetic in China today. Below is the text of the address.) 


Our Christian belief in God is in general not the result of reasoning or persuasion, but of 
spiritual experience. This is not surprising. We know our mother, not because we have been 
persuaded by some argument or demonstration, but because from childhood up we have felt her 
love, Many carpenters who have never heard that pi equals 3.1416 still know that the circum- 
ference of a circle is a little more than three times its diameter, and this is enough for the 
practical needs of their life. 


0 But for a theological student or church worker today to know only that he believes in God, 
and not to know how to give a reasoned explanation of this belief, is not enough. Theological 
discussion today is too important to be neglected. We know that the various atheistic theories 
are wrong, but we must also know wherein they are wrong, and still more, what the right view 
is. We must think deeper and strengthen our faith, so that when we go out to preach the truth ; 
of the gospel our words may carry weight because of their reasonableness, In I Peter 3:15 we 
read, Be ready always to give answer to every man that asketh you a reason for the hope that 
is in you, with meekness and fear. That is why you have come to the Seminary. Now I want 

to suggest several points for your consideration. 


Christianity and the idealism- materialism question 


Is Christianity idealist or materialist? Many people both within and without the church are 
interested in this question. Some Christians are concerned to deny that Christianity is idealist, 
because to be idealist is to be backward; some are trying to prove that Christianity is material- 
istic, because to be materialistic is to be progressive. 


Some people think that materialists are of necessity progressive, and idealists backward, or ; 
even reactionary, But the situation is not so simple as that, The early Taoists, and Laotze and 
Chuangtze, did not believe in God or any spirits, but explained everything by the heavenly Tao 
resident in all nature; they had thus a strong tendency toward atheistic and materialistic thought. 

But at the same time they had a strong aristocratic spirit, and represented aristocratic interests. N 
Wang Fang- ming's doctrine of an instinctive conscience would seem to be idealist (and thus 

defective - tr.), but it encouraged a spirit of individual initiative, a recognition of right and 

wrong, and a questioning of tradition, which both in this time and since has had a forward 
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looking influence too important to be neglected. 


It is not according to Christian thinking to divide all thinking into the two categories of 
materialist and idealist, with a deep gulf between them, People ask if Christianity is materi- 
alist or idealist. I reply that the question itself does not correspond with Christian reality, 
Other people may ask the question if they like, but we are not obliged to answer it. To accept 
such an obligation and try to answer that question is unconsciously to step outside the realm of 
Christian thinking. We Christians do not as Christians ask that question, 


There are many ways of dividing mankind. Some are universally recognized, and others 
may be questioned, No one questions the validity of dividing all mankind into the two cate- 
gories of men and women, or of dividing the present generation into those born in either the 
th or the 20th century, for a 21st century birth is still to come, and all those born in the 18th 
century are now dead. (Although Russian newspapers reported recently the death of a man 157 
ye ars old!) 


But there are other classifications that are more doubtful, to which some people may object, 
because they do not include all individuals, For example, some Westerners, in order to vilify 
Communism, would classify all Communists as either Stalinist or anti-Stalinist. But this clas- 
sification is not an inevitable one, and is in fact only intended to confuse the mind and break 
up Communist fellowship. Again, the Jews considered circumcision very important, and di- 
vided all men into the two categories of the circumcised and the uncircumcised, But Paul 
said. Neither circungcision availeth anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creature. As 
a Christian, the question which he raised was whether a person had or had not become a new 
creature. 


We Christians do not think that it is a satisfactory classification to call all shades of thought 
either materialist or idealist, It is a hopeless simplification of the facts. Would it not be truer 
to say that there has never been a 100% materialist or a 100% idealist? Idealism and material- 
ism not only stand opposed, they also interpenetrate each other; they are not only mutually 
exclusive, but mutually influential as well; they have not only points of disagreement but a 
of agreement. There is some idealism in all materialism, and some materialism in all ideal- 
ism. Some one has said. T'a0 Hsing-chih was once an idealist, and then his name was T’ao 
Chih-hsing. Afterwards he became a materialist, and changed his name to T’ao Hsing-chih. 
But I cannot think of Mr. T’ao as simply as that. Man is the most complex of animals, and his 
thinking is very complex. In all thinking there is development. A man may change his name, 
but intellectual development cannot get away from the fact of a certain continuity in the pro- 
cess, The Soviet Philosophical Dictionary describes Pavlov as follows: Great Russian physi- 
ologist and thinker, ,....inheritor of i th century Russian materialistic philosophy and the pro- 
gressive traditions of naturalistic science,.....his theories dealt a death blow to idealistic 
psychology, and laid the foundation for a true materialistic psychology. And yet we know 
that Pavlov was at the same time a devout member of the Orthodox Church, Evidently the 
co-existence of materialism and idealism is as common as their mutual opposition. 


It is still more impossible to classify Christianity as either idealist or materialist, because 
although it is in form the product of history, it is in its essence an ideology, not a structure 
built upon an economic base. Its true substance is revelation, Incarnation, and thus it 
transcends all human lines of division, Some Christians today donot understand this point, and 
so they try to draw a line between idealism and materialism and iy. We are not idealist," 
or even say, We are materialist. This is all very unnecessary, because we do not need to 
accept the classification itself. 


Christianity in its organization, its thought, its ceremonies, and its formal structure has of 
course been deeply influenced by human history, but in itself it is not the fruit of history, and 
the Gospel is not an ideology. The Gospel comes from the free revelation of God. This Gospel 
is Christ Himself, through whom all things were made. A theologian of Western Europe has 
said, The greatest danger facing western theology today is that of reducing Christianity to an 
ideology, and thus of placing it in opposition to another ideology Communism. This is 
true. We must ever remember that what we preach is the Gospel, is Christ, something in 
nature entirely different from an ideology, something which moves in a different orbit from 
any system of thought, and then we will have a clear understanding from which to perceive 
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at all talk of a comparison of Christianity with Communism, of likenesses or differences, is 
beside the point and superfluous. 


Is Christianity an Opiate? 


Religion is the opiate of the people. This sentence of Marx is sufficiently cutting and 
clear, 


But regardless of how applicable this saying is to Christianity, let us note first of all that 
the point of the criticism is directed against the religion of certain times or of certain persons, 


and not against religion itself. 


To analyze the effect which religious belief has had upon some individual is one thing. 
But the question whether God exists or not is an entirely different thing. Let us grant for | 
argument's sake that you have discovered that the religion of certain individuals has had a 
narcotic effect upon them. But this discovery does not at all prove that the universe is without 
a Creator. The mental state of some believers may be unstable, so that they seek for an anaes- 
thetic, and use religion as an opiate, and some preachers may even present religion in this 
light, and of course this is not good. But what does this prove regarding the existence of God? 
The thinking of some religious believers is backward and needs help, but the fact that these 
backward believers use religion as an opiate has no bearing on the question of the being of God. | 
Similarly, if they were progressive, that would not prove that God exists, The existence of God . 
is a different and independent question. 


There are many things in the world which are used as opiates, and not just religion, Liter- 
ature, art, science all can become means of intoxication and escape from reality. The other 
day we had a meeting with some students from the University of Nanking, and some of them 
were students of astronomy. I said to them, Let us imagine a man who because of some great 

rief has become very pessimistic about the world, his country and his family, and so he seeks 
4 an escape from reality, in order to benumb his mind. Is it not possible that such a man 
ould choose astronomy as his opiate? Day and night he might sit at his telescope, drawing 
calmness of mind from the great emptiness of space. But the fact that he was using astronomy 
as an opiate would not mean that the sun, the moon, and the stars which he saw through his 
telescope did not really exist. On the contrary, it is possible that his observations might make 
a great contribution to the advance of astronomy, His subjective psychological state is one thing. 
the objective existence of the universe is quite another thing. 


If any discovering that certain religious believers in certain periods of history have 
used religion n opiate should draw the conclusion that therefore God does not exist, we 
should say to them, Tour logic is not good, You have no right to draw that conclusion from 
that pre mise 


Certainly it is a painful fact which we cannot and need not deny, that religion has been 
preached by some preachers and received by some believers as an opiate. ‘‘Religion is the 
opiate of the people, this forceful statement was made some time before Marx by an English 
clergyman Charles Kingsley, a man who had great sympathy for the downtrodden working 
classes, At that time the destructive features of capitalism had begun to appear, the life and 
security of workers was without protection, and even five and six year old children had to work 
in the factories under inhuman conditions, In the face of such conditions the church of that day 
did nothing but urge people to control themselves and accept tyranny, saying that after this life 
they would enjoy happiness in heaven. That was why Kingsley made this stinging statement. 
But the use of Christianity as an opiate is an accident, and does not belong to the essence of 
Christianity. In Matthew 27: 34 we read that when our Lord hung upon the cross a well-minded 
individual, wishing to relieve the pains of Christ's death, offered Him a cup of some opiate, : 
which when he had tasted he would not drink. Did He not have the right to drink it? Why 
did He refuse? Our Lord at the end of His human life, at that most important moment when He 
was bearing the sins of all mankind upon the cross, wanted to keep a clear mind to the very end. 
He was not willing to use a drugged and benumbed mind to complete the work which His Father 

2 Him to do. See, how without hesitation He refused the opiate. Consider, if He had 
nted to drink the drug, He might have escaped the pain, but then He would no longer have 
known what was going on around Him, the Seven Great Words from the cross would have deen 
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